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Title MINING COAL 

Level Primary (1-6) 

Subject Earth Science / Environmental Science 

Duration 1-2 periods 

Objective Students will gain and demonstrate knowledge of the process used in mining coal. 

Contributor John Cattaneo – Ringgold School District 

 
 
Ø Background Information 
 
Q. What is coal mining? 
A. Mining is the process of getting the coal out of the ground. 
 
 
Q. How is coal mined? 
A. Coal is mined by surface mining or underground mining. 
 
Surface mining is used when a coal seam is located close to the surface.  Heavy equipment is used to 
clear the land of trees and shrubs.  The topsoil is then removed and saved to be used later.  Holes are 
drilled into the rock and explosives are placed in these holes.  The explosion breaks up the dirt and rock 
called overburden.  The overburden is then removed by giant earth-moving machines called draglines.  
When the coal is uncovered smaller shovels scoop up the coal and load it into trucks.  Once the coal is 
mined the overburden and topsoil are replaced.  Then the site is returned to the way it was before mining. 

 
 
Q. What kind of mines are there? 
A. Most coal mines are underground mines. 
 
Underground mining is used when the coal lies deeper in the layers of the Earth.  There are three types of 
underground mines:  slope, drift, and shaft.  When the coal seam is fairly close to the surface yet too 
deep to use surface mining, a slope mine can be built, with the mine entrance being a tunnel which slants 
down from the surface to the coal seam.  A drift mine is a surface mine.  The most common type is the 
shaft mine.  These mines may be 400 to 1,000 feet deep.  Miners remove the coal by drilling a hole, or 
shaft, in the ground until they reach the layer of coal. Once they reach the coal, they dig tunnels in the 
coal seam. These tunnels are used for traveling throughout the mine, moving coal from place to place 
and allowing air to circulate within the mine. 

 
 
Q. What are the types of underground mining? 
A. Two types of underground mining are used:  room and pillar, and longwall mining. 
 
Room and pillar mining leaves pillars, or blocks of coal behind.  Continuous-mining machines are used to 
remove the coal. As the machine breaks the coal, large arms gather the coal on a conveyor belt.  The 
conveyor belt then carries the coal away from the seam, and it is loaded into shuttle cars.  The mining 
machine is then moved to the next area to be mined.  This method of mining leaves almost half of the 
coal in the mine. 
 
  
 


